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Tracing Potentials of the Alterself 



































































































































































































































































Over the research period, I continued to make new work with a background awareness 
of my research questions, walking the tightrope of techniques in managing the practice 
to collect data while preventing the performances from devolving to mere illustration 
or demonstration of expected outcomes. Of the twelve performances, including nine 
discrete works, that have been analyzed and contextualized herein, only three 
tendered an emergent alterself experience. The chapters preceding each classify a 
single condition of connection essential to an alterself shift, and yet extrapolate from 
examples of my performance work that register only some, not all, of the layering of 
connection across a range that designates an embodied scale: a deep, immersive focus 
(a micro connection), a heightened sense of the spectacular (a macro connection), and 
a shared intimacy with another (a meso connection). The definition of alterself 
ultimately gains clarity by assessing the overview as charted in the outcomes and 
revealed within this portfolio. 
 
The “Failures” 
As detailed in an article written for publication (“I Live in this Dress,” Appendix page 
73), the two related site-specific performances in Hexham, Point Out and Touch On 
(both 2017) each included an experience of micro and macro connection (deep in task 
in two awe-inspiring sites: the historic House of Correction and the Hexham Abbey) but 
due to the structure of the performances themselves, left no room for an 
intimate/meso connection.  
 
In Chapter 1, Red We, performed at Grainger Market (2017), is outlined as successfully 
reaching the meso/intimate and macro/spectacular conditions, but as missing the 
micro/focus connection. The social, participatory aspect of the performance hindered 
my experience of getting lost in the task. This experience is later repeated in the 
second iteration of the performance, at Tynemouth Market (2018). In an attempt to 
encourage the potential of Flow, I extended the performance to six hours in this new 
site, but ultimately concluded that participation loosens my attention on the task, and 
is therefore not a method that can support immersive experience within my own 
practice. 
 
Of Wanting (2017) is discussed in Chapter 2 as framing the spectacle with the bold 
visual of the extended and ripped-off dress, and relying on slow movement to set a 
deep focus. This focus, however, kept me separated from viewers, missing 
opportunities for a shared intimacy. In a related performance, What We are Not 
(2017), I attempted to reclaim some space for intimacy by extending the duration and 
including additional actions, which ultimately undermined my connection to a single, 
focused task. The adjustments of this corollary performance also hindered an 
alignment of all three conditions. 
 
The Longva+Carpenter collaborative performances Shift and Thirst (both 2018) are 
included in Chapter 3. In Thirst, all of the connections across the scale became too 
loose to take root, due mainly to my responses to the environmental conditions. The 
cold-weather underlayers loosened my connection to task (due to mediated touch) 
 7 
and awe (due to an infusion of narrative), leading to a misaligned rhythm and lack of 
intimacy. In Shift, the conditions felt right, a deep connection to a focused task and a 
postage stamp-sized marvel in the commitment to this task. Although I was feeling a 
dependent connection on the sweeping of Longva’s hand against mine in the reduced 
frame of my focus, Longva, with her wider view, was not similarly connected, as we 
discover in a later interview (Appendix page 182). Without an equivalent meeting, 
intimacy could not manifest.  
 
The “Successes” 
Three performances did meet all the criteria, spanning the embodied scale of 
connection from intra- to inter- and extrapersonal, and therefore provided an 
experience of being-with alterself, to varying degrees of intensity in the slippery 
alignment across the full range. The CarpWoz project Objet petit a (2017) is described 
at the end of Chapter 3, plus the performances I have heard what the talkers were 
talking (2017) and Lineage (2019) which are discussed in the concluding chapter. 
 
Within this portfolio, the performances are ordered chronologically, to highlight the 
development of the work over time, and as evolving in tandem with the interviews and 
publications also included in the Appendices. If the performance is described and 
discussed at length within the thesis, I reiterate little beyond logistical and crediting 
information, to allow the images to document the experiences and knowledges of the 
performance beyond words. However, if the performance is not a focus in the thesis, 
























Point Out, INHABIT performance art project week, Neon Arts, historic House of Correction, 
























Point Out was inspired by and performed in the upstairs night cell at the historic Hexham 
House of Correction. Referencing the social and political history of a workhouse, a site of 
sequester, the work explores the gesture of pointing as both insinuation and accusation. A 
woman stands in one spot, her face covered by dozens of red leather gloves dangling from the 
hook above, a clustered residue of something no longer present, no longer alive. She slowly 
rotates. Removing one hand from the oversized pocket on the front of her simple grey dress, 
she determinedly points. She points out until her arm weakens and she can no longer hold the 
posture. Then she points again. Action and symbol conflate in this spare, silent setting.  
 
During the performance, inside the darkness of the gloves, I could hear the public as they 
entered the space, but I could not make out any form, not even in shadow or light. I was 
cocooned in isolation. All I could do was point, perhaps adding to the distance between 
























Description excerpted from “I Live in this Dress” article (Appendix A page 72).  




Touch On, INHABIT performance art project week, Neon Arts, Hexham Abbey, Hexham, UK | 








Inspired by the Night Stair of Hexham Abbey–a link between the former monks’ space of 
private contemplation and the more public nave–Touch On was created for the liminal space of 
those very steps. The images and gestures derive from the history of the Abbey, especially the 
stories of the spiritual women who were forced to lose or obscure their identities: 
metaphorically in the loss of the head of the Virgin Mary sculpture and in Queen Æthelthryth’s 
disguise to escape her demanding husband and remain a chaste nun, as agreed before their 
wedding. (Hexham Abbey Group Tour, January 12, 2017) 
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A woman in a simple grey dress slowly descends and ascends the stairs. In the oversized front 
pocket of the dress, almost an extended womb, are many pairs of red leather gloves. She tries 
one on for size, feeling this second skin, and places her hand firmly across her face, obscuring 
her own identity as well as her vision as she continues her movement; she then removes and 
drops the glove to the step below. She repeats the simple action until the stairs are littered 
with discarded gloves, a punctuating reminder of all the hands that have come together here 






























In this case, much like the related performance Point Out, the connection to the task was 
paramount, and the connection to the public was limited. With the glove over my face, neck 
and back hunched forward, struggling to see the uneven steps and not lose my footing, very 
few viewers were able to penetrate my concentration. My focus did not include them. As the 
attunement to my intention grew, the public remained outside this parameter, visually defined 
by my covered face and by the littering gloves taking over more and more of the stairway. 





















Description excerpted from “I Live in this Dress” article (Appendix page 72). 
Photos by Joanna Hutton and Helen Collard. 
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Objet petit a, CarpWoz collaboration with Philippe Wozniak, Sofia Underground Performance 
Art Festival, Energy Control Room at the National Palace of Culture, Sofia, BG | April 2017 | 











































































Photos by Simon Pfeffel and Ivan Donchev. 
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I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and the end, FLARE, 

































Photos by Arto Polus. 
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Red We, a social performance inspired by the public marketplace, the tradition of Redwork 
embroidery and the vernacular of sharing, Grainger Market, Newcastle, UK | July 2017 | 








Photos by Michelle Hirschhorn-Smith. 
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Photos by Bjarte Bjørkum. 
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What We Are Not, Künstlerbund, Tübingen, DE | November 2017 | performed for 4 hours 
 
Based on the earlier performance Of Wanting, this performance was devised to be twice as 
long as the earlier work and to respond to the architecture of the space: its height and balcony, 
as well as the street-level windows. With more time and space, I added elements including a 
mouthful of roses, inserting an increased level of discomfort with a gagged mouth and 
clenched jaw.  
 
As the woman leans into the tension of the extended cords, the drool pools below her, it is 




After the dress is torn off, she ascends the stairs and flutters each soft pedal from the balcony 
to the floor below, perpendicular to the red mark of the cords, creating an abstracted red cross 
on the floor: a symbol of destination (x marks the spot), of love (a signature kiss) and also of 
emergency (red +). She descends and tallies on the window panes (I + 0 – I x I + I =); her effort 
to add it all up becomes abstracted into symbolism. The performance ends with the woman 
wearing black and a protruding mouth guard proclaiming “battle.” Again, her breathing is 
forced as her mouth is both full and obscured. She slowly rotates and waves the white 




Although extended and reformatted, the actions/images as re-performed created a sense of 
expectation; the gestures and pacing, and even my sensations and responses felt prescribed by 
my experience in and knowledge of the earlier performance. The conditions of this type of 
reiteration result in a more theatrical format, distancing me from the potential of deep focus 
or heightened marvel, and creating a self-consciousness. I was aware of “enacting” what I had 
done before, and therefore also lacked complete surrender. What is necessary for an alterself 

















































Photos by Traci Kelly and AC Klarmann. 
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Shift, Longva+Carpenter, Kunsthaus Essen Galerie, Essen, DE | January 2018 | performed for 


























Photos by Jörn Vanselow and Thomas Reul. 
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Photos by Jaani Föhr. 
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Photos by Edyta Czarnecka. 
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Lineage, Longva+Carpenter, Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design and Space, The 











Our color choice of bright orange with pink text is a nod to Sara Danius’ visual protest at the 
December 2018 Nobel Prize Award Ceremony, and the dramatic linearity references the 385-mile 
“Women’s Wall” in Kerala, India, both which occurred while we were developing the work. The 
specific phrase also incorporates a feminist and activist ideology into the materiality. After 
researching many inspiring slogans of the historic suffragettes, we chose a quotation from female 





















Photos Alžběta Diringerová and CW Olafson. 
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I have heard what the talkers were talking, the talk of the beginning and the end, “No 
Silence, No Sound: How to Hear a Performance,” Performance Art Oslo, ROM Gallery for kunst 

































































Body, Space & Technology (BST) is a leading journal of 
contemporary artistic practice and research. Since 2000, BST 
has built a strong reputation for quality and innovation, as 
well as fostering a global academic community around its 
published content. BST publishes research into artistic 
practice that engages with digital technologies, particularly as 
these relate to bodily interaction and creativity. 
 
 
Hope, B., Newland, I., Main, A., Rumley, C., Carpenter, L.J., Wozniak, P., Sykes, L. and 
Maurissens, M., “Performances.” Body, Space & Technology, 2018. 17(1), pp.131–152.  
 
CarpWoz 
Laurel Jay Carpenter and Philippe Wozniak 
6 Bentinck Villas, Newcastle NE4 6UR, UK 
Corresponding author: Laurel Jay Carpenter (laureljay@aol.com) 
 
Objet petit a 
 
A visual and sound installation with durational performance 
Energy Control Room, National Palace of Culture 
Sofia Underground Performance Art Festival, Bulgaria 
Performed for 2 hours 
2017 
Objet petit a. https://vimeo.com/219085915. 
Photo credit: Simon Pfeffel 
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The energy control room of the National Palace of Culture (NDK) inspired CarpWoz’s research 
on the symbolic power of prominent architecture and its mysterious inner workings, including 
objectophilia and the Lacanian concept of objet petit a. This deep love of and intimacy with an 
object, as related to the unobtainable object of desire, channelled the development of a durational 
performance with sound installation, Objet petit a. As a further nod to Lacan, CarpWoz explore 
the significance of edges, the human urge for that which is out of reach, on the other side. Sites, 
states and situations that exist in-between, including points of entry of the body, thresholds of 
structures and borders of all kinds, therefore hold special significance. Objet petit a enacts an 
impossible quest to cross a literal threshold, seeking improbable silence, hindered by a sound 
installation triggered by the performers’ movement. If only the pace were slow enough, 
imperceptible, the alarm would not turn CarpWoz back to the starting point again and again. 
Sounds of a Geiger counter and detection alarms measure an invisible danger, and peripherally 
relate to the current migration crisis. Layered with personal, cultural and political connotations, 
Objet petit a explores the complexities of identity within a heightened state of unrelenting desire. 
Without 
A visual and sound installation with durational performance 
Private entry, Royal Residence of Haus Baden, Schloss Salem, Germany 
Performed for 3.5 hours 
2016 
Without. https://vimeo.com/186289963. 
Photo credit: Felicia Glidden 
In their first collaboration, Carpenter and Wozniak bring their discrete expertise in visual and 
sound composition to create a hybrid form where installation, sound and sculptural performance 
share equally in the inspiration, creation and presentation of a new work of art. 
Initially inspired by the site of Schloss Salem itself, the pair rigorously researched the devotional 
practices of the former Cistercian monks of the abbey, using scholarly and experiential 
techniques. Bernard of Claivaux was an early influence in the order by citing ‘the narrowest gate 
and steepest path’ as the surest and purest way to enlightenment. The visual, sound and 
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performance elements of Without each employ an aesthetic of austerity and self-denial shared by 
the Cistercians. 
The site is surrounded by special stones, collected and catalogued at the castle as a record of 
glacial movement. The sound is collected from the movement of stones rubbing against other 
stones and the body, just as the visual installation is constructed of a low plane of suspended 
stones. The performers moved through the space—trudging against the resistance of string and 
weight, extracting a deep sadness in their blind search for the special rose quartz gem mixed in 
with the gravel. This movement physically created the interactive soundscape by the subtle sway 
of the stones triggering the sound samples. In effect, the whole installation became a musical 
instrument activated by the performers. 
Can we prove our devotion without longing? 
 
Author Information 
CarpWoz is an interdisciplinary collaboration. Laurel Jay Carpenter, a US artist based in the UK, 
is a visual performer investigating longing, vulnerability and intimacy in her durational live 
works. Philippe Wozniak is a German performer and composer. His recent work in collaborative, 
multimedia, experimental orchestrations is supported by his dedicated practice of the upright bass. 
After meeting at an artist residency in 2014, they formed CarpWoz the following year. 
Continuing their collaboration as an investigation of a hybrid form supported by historic and 
cultural research surrounding specific sites, Carpenter and Wozniak bring their discrete expertise 
in visual and sound composition to create a fusion where installation, sound and durational 
performance share equally in the inspiration, creation and presentation of new works of art. 
Carpenter has been performing for twenty years, and has presented at festivals, galleries and 
contemporary art centers extensively in New York City and internationally in Spain, Germany, 
Poland, Norway and Italy, most notably as part of the 2007 Venice Biennale and the 2013 
Festspillene i Bergen. She is honoured to have been an active member of the Independent 
Performance Group (IPG), founded and facilitated by Marina Abramovic as an early incarnation 
of her institute in support of the next generation of durational performers. After 11 years, Laurel 
recently resigned her tenure as Associate Professor of Art at Alfred University in New York to 
embark as a PhD candidate under the supervision of Sandra Johnston at Northumbria University. 
She now lives and works in Newcastle, UK. 
Wozniak’s work in conceptual art and contemporary music began through his studies at the 
CNSMDP in Paris with the ‘l’Ensemble Intercontemporain’ and IRCAM. His work deconstructs 
and reorganises space and time in sound. Wozniak investigates the perception of common 
realities, acoustic and visual, by indicating individual components (which mostly remain 
unrecognised by our consciousness) and metamorphosing them. He works across various 
disciplines, including video and sound installation as well as performance. As such, collaboration 
with other artists is a significant aspect of his larger practice. Wozniak is currently based in 
Berlin. 
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I Live in This Dress: Materiality and Identity 
in Visual Art Performance
Laurel Jay Carpenter
I’ve been making the same dress for 20 years, I think to myself as I step back to 
survey the fi nished piece. In fact, this is another utilitarian boxy grey dress much 
like ones I had designed and 
sewn for many performances 
before. My practice in perfor-
mance, seemingly immaterial, 
is driven by materiality. Initial 
ideas occur in images as pat-
terns and textures emerge 
from open research, but the 
work does not galvanize until 
something concrete lands 
in my hand. Oft en, this is a 
textile that will form the 
visual focus of the perfor-
mance. Equally oft en, this is 
fashioned into a kind of gar-
ment. Oversized or somehow 
abstracted, these garments are 
considered “sculptural wear-
ables” rather than costumes, 
as they initiate long-duration 





the perimeters of theatrical space or parameters of character. I tend to perform 
for many hours enveloped in, burdened by the confi ning, unwieldy, or weighted 
dress. Th e body is grounded to that particular place, held in that suspended 
moment, by means of the constructed visual. Th e specifi cs of time and place may 
provide suggestions for extended research, but it is the hands-on endeavor, the 
deep investment in materiality, that opens an access point; the sculptural garment 
becomes the catalyst for the action and intention of the emergent performance. 
Point Out
Th e medieval market town Hexham, UK, as a place, is full of suggestions, whis-
pering inklings—conceptual, visual, and material—when I was invited there to 
develop new site-specifi c work. Two locations came into focus: the night cell in the 
historic House of Correction, a cramped, cold, former almshouse, and the night 
stair of the grand Hexham Abbey. Some emerging patterns connecting the two 
sites include the rhythm of the stone architecture with its aging patinas, the history 
of the Hexham tanneries and glove manufacturers, as well as a motif of the loss of 
Figure 2. Point Out, INHABIT, Neon 
Arts, House of Correction, Hexham, 
UK, 2017. Photo by Joanna Hutton.
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identity. With these in mind, I began the search for relevant materials. At a fl ea 
market, under a pile of rumpled linens, I extracted a pair of worn, red leather gloves 
that held the shape of the absent wearer’s last gesture, alluding further back to the 
original animal’s missing body as well. Th ese gloves, rubbed soft  and thin, were 
heavy with the residue of loss and absence, or perhaps these gloves were the literal 
residue of such. Standing in the bustling marketplace, cradling these gloves in my 
own hands, I was fl ooded with longing. Th is moment of material communion 
was the source of a pair of companion performances, Point Out and Touch On.
A woman stands in one spot, her face covered by dozens of red leather gloves 
dangling from the hook above, the clustered remains of something no longer present, 
no longer alive. Removing one hand from the oversized pocket on the front of her 
simple grey dress, she determinedly points. She points out until her arm weakens and 
she can no longer hold the posture. Th en she points again. 
Action and symbol confl ate in the spare, silent setting of the upstairs night 
cell. Referencing the social and political history of a workhouse, a site of detention 
for the denied and forgotten, Point Out explores our systems of suppression and 
restraint. Th e performer’s point, the extended arm and fi nger, orients the act of 
implication as both an accusation and an insinuation; the performance further 
reveals the complexity within the conditions of vulnerability, responsibility, 
and anonymity. In the visual and symbolic association of the hands—hollowed 
and absent vs. dynamic and insistent—the gloves activate the content. As design 
scholar Donatella Barbieri claims, “Costume co-authors the performance with the 
performer.”1 Further, the gloves serve as co-creator in the inspiration and develop-
ment of the work. Aft er discovering the fi rst pair of gloves in the fl ea market, I 
scoured charity shops, antique fairs, and other markets for more. I ordered from 
online auction sites, using only a portion of the gloves that arrived, just the ones 
that had the right size and shape and shade of worn red. I re-worked all of the 
gloves to cut out the linings, turning each inside-out, pulling out the guts with an 
exacting cut along the small seams, and leaving just the hide, hollowed of its former 
purpose providing warmth and comfort. Th e eff ort became a second skinning, my 
thick but deft  hands burrowing into the tiny crevices of every fi ngertip to slice with 
precision. Th is relationship between materials, body to leather, performer to glove, 
totals the making of the performance, heralding the visuals and actions to emerge. 
Th e concept of the emergent construction is a cornerstone of many theoretical 
traditions, including Process Philosophy and Performative Th eory: the idea that 
the known and the knower, the act and the actant, dynamically co-constitute 
in tandem. In the case of material processes, both the garment-making and the 





New Materialists. Led by Karen Barad’s defi nition of a “material-discursive” co-
production, matter and concept come into being together.2 With mutual agency, 
the glove made me as much as I made the glove, our “intra-action”3 generating the 
performance, starting in the studio and leading to the night cell. 
During the performance, the material discourse extended: from the cradling 
hand, the hollow hand, the deft  hand to the insistent, pointing hand. Inside the 
dark hood of gloves, I was anchored to the spot. I could smell the leather and I 
could hear the public as they entered the space, but I could not make out any 
form, not even in shadow or light. I was blind and cold and alone, cocooned in 
isolation. My only action within the sculptural wearable, triangulating with body 
and site, was to determinedly point. I became the point in the four hours of the 
performance: pointing, weakening, switching arms, pointing again. Th e point 
became signifi cantly present, yet created greater distance to the viewer, if not 
reproaching then directing them away. Within the gap my hand created, I became 
the same as the gloves: gradually worn, a residue of loss and absence.
Touch On
A woman in a simple grey dress slowly descends and ascends the stairs. In the oversized 
front pocket of the dress are many pairs of red leather gloves. She tries one on for size, 
feeling this second skin, and places her hand fi rmly across her face, obscuring her 
own identity; she then removes and drops the glove to the step below. She repeats the 
Figure 3. Point Out. Photo by Helen Collard.
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simple action until the stairs are littered with discards, a punctuating reminder of all 
the hands that have come together here over a long history of love and loss, devotion 
and longing.
Inspired by the night stair of Hexham Abbey—a link between the former 
monks’ private space of contemplation and the more public nave—Touch On 
was created for the liminal space of those very steps, the old stone treads worn to 
soft  depressions. Th e gestures derive from the history of the Abbey, especially the 
stories of the spiritual women who were forced to lose or obscure their identities. 
Th ese losses include the head of the Virgin Mary sculpture, chopped off  in an 
Early Medieval invasion, a mistreatment more violent than destroying the whole, 
as well as the legend of the nun and local Queen Æthelthryth. She veiled herself, 
blending into the matching disguises worn by several of her maids, to escape her 
demanding husband, King Ecgfrith of Northumbria, and remain chaste, as agreed 
before their political marriage.4
Touch On relates closely to Point Out, as both performances make use of the 
same materials: the gloves, now removed from their hangers and crumpled to 
pack-in tight, as well as the simple grey dress, seemingly the same dress I’ve been 
making over and over again. Of course, it is not the same dress. Even if similar in 
color, shape, and style, the dresses are never swappable, as the specifi c material 
Figure 4. Touch On, INHABIT, Neon 
Arts, Hexham Abbey, Hexham, UK, 





responds to both site and body, ever changing. Critically, each performance 
requires a new garment, insomuch as the making makes the performance. When 
I set to fi nd materials early on in the process, I wanted a particular linen, fi ner than 
russet cloth, courser than drabbet. Th ere is something restrained and orderly in 
the heavy fabric, textured, but holding no wrinkles. I visited the markets again, 
this time the ones selling domestic goods, meats and plants, and sewing notions, 
including big bolts of end-run upholstery fabric. I found a thick linen in stormy 
grey, a perfect weight and drape; it took several cycles of salt bleaching, re-dying, 
and bleaching again to create a soft ened surface to match the old stone of the 
site. A design decision occurred while sewing the dress, to add an oversized front 
pocket. Made before the gestures of either performance were identifi ed, this was 
an intuitive choice, or perhaps the projection of “material wisdom.”5 As Melissa 
Trimingham suggests by this term, similar to co-authorship, the performance gar-
ment has the capacity to shape the conversation. Th e dress requested the oversized 
pocket, which became the womb of the performance, metaphorically the site of 
conception, and literally the pouch to hold the gloves that, when extracted one by 
one, fi rst concealed my face then took over the space. In the earlier performance 
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of Point Out, the pocket became the space to engulf my opposite arm, pushing 
forward the single point, the only active hand. Th e pocket became a force in each 
performance. Th e process of making made the performance. 
Making Alterations
If, in my own experience and extrapolating from Barad, the making makes the 
performance, and in Judith Butler’s estimation, the performance makes the 
performer,6 then by extension, does the making make the performer? I suspect 
that the physical creation of the sculptural garment, the hands-on studio practice, 
is a signifi cant contributor in unlocking the potentials of both performance and 
performer. Garment design and construction are equivalent to contemplative 
practice and body-based training as performance-specifi c techniques, and access 
critical questions of subjectivity and identity in the work. My broad research in 
performance, supported by this exploration of the sculptural garment, details the 
segmented identity of the performer from within the performance. In my own 
work, I can experience a slippage of self, not an assertion of character and not even 
quite persona, an emergent other providing a link between the concrete, corporeal 
material of a performance and the attributes of the unknowable therein. I have 
termed this an alterself. Now, I am narrowing in on the circumstances and methods 
that enable this shift  to take place, which include an unfl agging commitment to 
a single task or intention within an ambiguous framework without prescribed 
outcomes, as well as a deep connection to another person. A focused, repetitive 
task serves to limit the environment and reduce interference, cultivating the fi eld 
in which an interpersonal connection can thrive. As evidenced in the Hexham 
performances, the material process can infl uence or even impose these potential 
relations. In both cases, the circumstance was ready: a deep attunement to task. 
However, any other connection was prevented; there was too much distance 
between myself and any other. With the gloves over my face—clearly as a mask, 
and even just my own hand causing me to hunch forward to navigate the uneven 
steps—no viewers were able to penetrate my concentration. My focus did not 
include them. As the attunement to my intention grew, the public remained 
outside this parameter, visually described by my covered face, the distancing point, 
and by the littering gloves taking over more and more of the stairway. Th ey could 
not reach me through the material.
Red We
Reconsidering the distance between performer and viewer, self and other, self 





public market as a contemporary crossroads and of its vernacular of sharing, Red 
We responds as a social performance. If the making makes both performance and 
performer, what would happen if the making is incorporated into the action of 
the performance itself ? 
A woman is wearing a full dress covered with many embroidery hoops. She is 
sitting, quietly working on a single design in Redwork, the simple-stitch embroidery 
fi rst made popular in England almost 200 years ago. Redwork was traditionally used 
to record and collect signifi cant dates or events into everyday life (on quilts/linens, 
for example); this custom soon spread through Germany, Scandinavia, and the US. 
Redwork took the name from Turkey Red, a newly imported dyeing process that in 
the 1740s was the fi rst to be colorfast. Redwork became popular among the working 
classes because the cotton, washable thread was more accessible than the expensive 
silks until then available. 
Th e public is invited to witness the woman stitching, the usually domestic task 
brought out to the busy marketplace. Th ey may also join the woman and sew on 
to her dress. Th e designs in each embroidery hoop—as public as monuments or as 
personal as mementos—come to represent this place, as do the passing conversations 
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of this informal sewing circle. Th e performance references domestic handiwork as a 
platform for sharing intimate connection: together in space with a common goal, and 
the conversation that organically develops. Th e performer, this embroidered woman, 
becomes the willing custodian of the collection of marks and stories. Th e dress also 
serves as a living relic of the larger community in this shared encounter, methodically 
recorded, stitch-by-stitch.
Th e woman and dress are co-embodiments, together constructing a visual 
catalogue of memories, like overlapping stamps in a passport or tattoos on the skin. 
Th e woman accumulates the experiences placed upon her over the long duration of 
each discrete performance and especially over the course of the traveling project. 
Red We has so far been performed at the Grainger Market in Newcastle city 
center, UK (for 3 hours), and the fl ea market in the coastal town of Tynemouth, 
UK (for 6 hours). Th e performer provides the platform and off ers an opportunity 
but does not direct the outcome. Participants may engage in any way. In fact, in 
that cumbersome dress, the performer has limited reach and mobility. Like the 
curious passerby, coming upon an unexpected experience, the performer is also 
in unknown territory. Like the dress, she is willing to be marked.
Allowing others to sew into the oversized dress, bringing the making into 





the performance, initiates a clear connection between performer and participant. 
Th is is a casual intimacy, an opportunity for a mundane closeness in terms of 
proximity, shared task, and dialogue. Also signifi cant are the gestures of the 
making, as the performer and participants each must reach up under her dress to 
complete the task at hand. Th ough not an explicit exposure, reaching under the 
voluminous skirt establishes a metaphoric bond of vulnerability. Th ey must trust 
each other. Th e performer trusts the participants to come into her personal space 
and brand her garment, functioning visually, materially as an extended skin. Th e 
participants trust that she will in turn protect their eff orts. As expected, the public 
participated across a range of engagement, some slowing down to linger a moment, 
some drawing, sewing, and talking for some minutes, and several participants 
who remained for hours to complete an entire Redwork design. A camaraderie 
formed and many personal stories were shared during the performance: stories 
of beloved grandmothers, and failing health, memories of the curfew during the 
war, of spiritual beliefs and hopes for the future. I held strongly to my intention 
to encourage connection without expectation. I stayed grounded within the 
context of the performance, coyly evading personal questions as best I could (for 
example, Q: “Where do you live?” A: “I live in this dress.”). Of course, none of 
the responses were scripted; the conversational improvisation gelled in tandem 
Figure 8. Red We, Grainger Market. Photo by Michelle Hirschhorn-Smith.
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with my developing relationship to the performance. However, this heightened 
identifi cation with the public functioned to erode my unique place within the 
performance. Fashion and feminist cultural theorist Susan B. Kaiser reminds us 
that “a mask is not just a cover or a disguise; it can reveal a moment of refl exivity 
about the otherness within and beyond ourselves.”7 In other words, the familiar-
ity and shareability of the sculptural garment created access for me to join the 
participants, in a way, outside the performance. From there, my role as performer 
destabilized; I attempted to preserve the edges, as related to the task and the 
site, providing a space for discussion that matched the visuals. Clearly, the social 
aspect of the performance set a challenging and unfamiliar precedent. Usually 
in my work—sculptural and silent—I can be wholly vulnerable and surrender 
to the performance. Th e materials themselves provide the borders to hold the 
structure; the visuals set a secure arena. Th e poetry is in the un-spoken: the clarity 
of material and gesture, these details fi nely hewn. Th e weight and color of the Red 
We dress fabric is specifi cally familiar, domestic like utilitarian linens, but with 
a particular drape of large furnishings. Each textural detail was considered: the 
upholstery box pleats at the waist, the curtain cord as lacing, the facings of the 
hoop fasteners, the scale and design of the pouf seating stuff ed with old clothes. 
Th e materiality lead me more and more toward the familiar. Th is is the making 
that made the performance, until the making within the performance diluted its 
resolve. Th ough the connection to the public was strong in this case, I could never 
get lost in my own task, recognizing that leakage outside the framework could 
defl ate the performance. With every seam threatening to burst, it was hard to just 
keep sewing. Maintaining the structure was especially challenging when someone 
less-of-a-stranger arrived expecting to know me, calling my name. I had to care-
fully place a few cornerstones to support the shape of the performance, splitting 
my attention and intention. Th e approachability of the Red We performance 
ultimately frayed the connection between me and my task. In her paper “Building 
a Feminist Th eory of Fashion,” Ilya Parkins references cultural critics and scholars 
Dani Cavallaro and Alexandra Warwick. Th eir landmark volume, Fashioning 
the Frame, posits a boundary theory of identity as related to dress and the body. 
“Th e subject, according to Warwick and Cavallaro, is formed in part by dress’s 
peculiar position as an Other that lends itself to the making of identity. Unable 
to divorce herself from this very material Other, the subject is in part forged by 
it.” Parkins continues, “In Barad’s terms, clothing situationally, provisionally 
makes her intelligible, a condition she cannot approximate without this material 
other.”8 Th e oversized, shared, and in-process dress of Red We destabilized my 
position as performer, in fact, destabilized my selfness, but perhaps provided an 
unambiguous other (the public, the familiar, the secure arena) to which to cling. 





of the materials, forgoing my intended focus. In this instance, it was I who could 
not reach beyond the material. 
Loose Ends
Th e earliest theories of identity correlate to masking and contain a subtext 
of binary. Th e mask, or costumed persona, in Cicero’s theory is the taking on 
of public roles that extract aspects of the self rather than suppressing it. For 
Seneca, persona represented the façade, a fraud concealing the true self beneath.9 
Described from fashion theorist Efrat Tseëlon’s contemporary framework, “[t]he 
philosophy of the mask represents two approaches to identity. One assumes the 
authenticity of the self (that the mask—sometimes—covers). Th e other approach 
maintains that through a multitude of authentic manifestations the mask reveals 
the multiplicity of our identities.”10 Th ough a possibility of multiplicity is intro-
duced, even our most recent defi nitions set an expectation of a singular core from 
which component strands are projected. In my own experience of performance, 
including the deep connections and near misses, I have a sure sense that there is 
an identity beyond any single self or other, beyond the either/or of revelation or 
concealment, truth or deception, beyond layered or segmented or multi. When 
constituted in relational terms, the self and not-self forge an ambiguous and 
Figure 9. Red We, Tynemouth Market, UK, 2018. Photo by Edyta Czarnecka.
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complex shared identity of the collective. Walt Whitman, in Song of Myself, is 
not the only one to declare, “I am large; I contain multitudes,”11 but I suggest that 
the multitudes also compose me. Th e dress made me as much as I made the dress. 
But more so. Th e collective is not inscribed or defi ned by any sense of individual 
selfness. Th is is the alterself. My encounter with the garment-making, as well as 
the garment-making making meaning, inches me closer to the fl ickering affi  rma-
tion of this experience, where the details of all ourselves become less, where our 
individual stories are fl ooded by our shared humanity, where the collective is as 
familiar as a simple linen dress.
Laurel Jay Carpenter’s visual performances have been featured, most notably, at the 2019 Prague Qua-
drennial, 2013 Bergen International, and 2007 Venice Biennale. Carpenter recently resigned her tenured 
post as Associate Professor of Art at Alfred University to embark as a PhD researcher at Northumbria 
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potential.	First,	I	draw	and	describe	the	image,		 	 	 Of	Wanting,	2017.	Photo	by	Bjarte	Bjørkum	
	 102	
just	quickly	in	my	sketchbook,	to	hold	on	to	it;	then	I	invest	in	material	and	scholarly	research,	sometimes	
quite	protracted,	to	garner	as	much	information	as	possible	to	fill	out	the	image.	I	usually	need	to	make	
something	as	part	of	this	process,	for	example,	sewing	together	300	white	shirt	sleeves	into	an	oversized	
dress,	or	gold	leafing	a	dozen	stones.	The	studio	practice	defines	the	connection	to	both	the	original	
image	and	the	ultimate	content	of	the	work,	from	inspiration	toward	intention.	Of	course,	this	is	all	
performance	preparation,	that	which	“makes	the	work	work”	as	Erin	Manning	would	suggest.	As	the	
performer,	with	a	slowness	and	order	that	is	just	in	my	bones,	I	engage	a	single	focused	task—simply	
dropping	pins	as	at	the	PAO	Festival—which	occurs	in	the	deliciously	complex	field	of	visual,	spatial,	
material,	temporal	and	social	constructs,	allowing	meanings	to	shuffle	and	tumble	over	the	duration	of	
the	performance’s	offering.	
	
Q:	Can	you	tell	us	about	your	latest	project?	
	
Most	recently	I	performed	a	new	work,	Lineage,	with	my	long-term	collaborator,	Norwegian	artist	Terese	
Longva.	Sculptural,	durational	and	designed	for	public	space	at	the	Prague	Quadrennial,	the	performance	
opens	with	two	women	standing	back-to-back	in	matching	custom-made	dresses	in	a	glistening	saffron	
shade.	The	women	walk	apart,	so	slowly,	their	movement	almost	imperceptible;	over	many	hours	
gradually	revealed	is	bits	of	text	on	the	single,	connected	train,	sewn	in	contrasting	pink	fabric.	The	walk	
continues,	the	train	extends	to	30	meters,	shifting	its	scope	from	garment	to	banner,	from	body	to	
assembly.	The	quote	is	then	at	its	most	accessible.	The	material	choice	and	specific	phrase	incorporates	
both	a	poetic	and	an	activist	feminist	ideology.	After	researching	many	inspiring	slogans	of	the	historic	
suffragettes,	Longva	and	I	chose	a	quotation	from	female	writer	Ryan	Graudin,	to	include	a	contemporary	
and	inclusive	political	vernacular.	Here	is	a	silence	broken.	The	sculptural	garment,	claiming	space	and	
reclaiming	our	voice,	serves	as	both	a	protest	sign	and	a	signifier	of	protest.	Current	feminist	discourse	is	
comprised	of	many	actions,	conversations	and	declarations	from	before.	This	conceptual	layering	through	
time	becomes	a	visible	repeat	in	a	single	strong	line,	slowly	unfurled.	The	oversized	and	shared	dress	is	
both	a	weight	and	a	bond,	a	measure	and	a	lure;	it	signifies	this	moment	as	a	metaphor	of	moments	past,	
and	the	directionally	of	moving	into	our	shared	future.	
	
Q:	Can	you	describe	your	current	doctoral	research	in	performance?	
	
My	research	examines	a	particular	slippage	of	identity	within	durational,	visual	art	performance	
prompting	a	reassessment	of	dominant	theories	of	presence,	character	and	persona.	Extending	the	
conception	of	a	segmented,	layered	or	constructed	other-self	within	performance	practice,	the	research	
originated	in	the	dichotomy	between	the	I	(artist)	and	she	(performer)	of	the	performance,	noticed	but	
never	notated	over	years	of	my	practice.	Developing	a	new	body	of	work	provided	a	means	to	narrow	in	
on	a	conceptualization	and	definition	of	the	alterself,	as	well	as	determine	the	circumstances	of	its	
emergence.	My	own	experience	from	within	the	performance	is	substantiated	by	live	encounters	with	
other	artists’	work,	including	Amanda	Coogan,	Kira	O’Reilly,	John	Court,	and	Hancock	&	Kelly.	These	artists	
provide	a	comparative	study	in	at	least	one	strand	of	investigation	in	the	research:	immersion,	duration,	
or	a	heightened	visual	element.	Indeed,	conditions	of	the	alterself	require	a	layering	of	these	strands	of	
connection,	indicating	an	embodied	scale:	a	deep,	funneled	focus	(micro),	a	sustained	intimacy	with	
another	(meso),	and	a	sense	of	awe	within	the	spectacular	(macro).	Troubling	the	notions	of	subjectivity	
and	selfness,	the	new	term	alterself	provides	a	link	between	the	concrete,	corporeal	material	of	
performance	work	and	the	attributes	of	the	unknowable	therein.	She	is	there,	embodied,	willful,	but	
equally	immaterial	and	fleeting.	She	is	the	signified	other—inside,	intertwined,	superimposed—in	the	
performance-reality	and	to	the	performer-self.	The	thesis	is	titled,	This	Is	She.	
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